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Address  on  the  Subject 

Simplicity  of  Life,  Self-Reliance 

and  Directness  of  Purpose 

hi 

Frederick  H.  Sill,  O.H.C. 

Headouuter  of  Kent  School 


At  the  Saturday  Night  Schod 
Meeting  at  Kent  School 
Febnuuy  27, 1926 


Simplicity  of  Life,  Self- Reliance,  and 
Directness  of  Purpose'* 


I  do  not  tecall  jt^  when  I  put  the  above  three  phrases  togetho:.  but 
they  appear  in  "A  Statement  Concerning  a  Proposed  Sdiod"  whkh  I  sent 
out  in  the  Spring  of  1906.  The  Papers  of  Incorporation  of  the  Kent  School 
Corporation  mention  these  three  characteristics  as  essential  features  of 
the  Purpose  <rf  the  Schocd  to  be  especially  encouraged  in  the  boys. 

It  has  been  no  easy  matter  to  ke^  these  basic  principles  in  f  woe  during 
the  twenty  years  of  the  School's  life.  The  age  in  which  we  live  has  a  trai- 
dency  to  pull  in  the  opposite  direction.  For  the  average  American  boy  life 
is  not  nearly  so  simple  as  it  was  even  in  his  parents'  youth.  The  general 
tendency  is  to  play  with  the  crowd  and  let  someone  dse  do  the  jobs.  Per- 
sonal initiative  and  inventiv»iess  are  frowned  upon  as  too  individwdistic. 
Why  stand  on  one's  own  feet  when  there  are  so  many  anxious  to  act  as 
props  along  the  smooth  and  easy  paths  of  life  ?  Boys  are  ushered  along  the 
educational  railways  like  people  in  the  subway,  from  station  to  station, 
with  the  coiffitant  warning  "watch  your  s^",  a  warning  against  posonal 
danger,  not  an  exhortation  to  step  out  on  one's  own  path  oi  life. 

I  was  anxious  to  get  a  school  under  way  for  boys  whom  I  had  been 
meeting  in  the  course  of  my  mission  preaching  as  a  member  of  the  Order 
of  the  Holy  Cross.  Most  of  these  boys  were  from  families  of  moderate 
meanswho  could  not  aflEord  the  tuition  fees  at  the  then  established  Boarding 
Schools  of  the  ChuK*.  The  standard  of  Hfe  I  had  in  mind  was  that  to  be 
found  in  the  average  country  rectory.  I  had  visited  several  schools  and 
it  seemed  to  me  that  they  were  presenting  an  environment  which  tended 
toward  the  luxurious.  Their  common  rooms  were  like  the  lovmges  of  the 
city  clubs,  with  their  huge  rugs  and  soft  leather  diairs.  Their  dining  halls 
and  service  were  fashioned  after  the  style  of  the  landed  gentry  of  England. 

While  at  the  time  of  our  establishment  I  was  making  appeals  and 
longing  for  large  gifts  for  equipment,  I  am  thankful  now  that  the  funds  did 
not  flow  in  very  fast.  We  w«e  always  trying  to  figure  out  how  we  could 
expand  our  original  farm  house  so  that  we  could  take  in  a  few  more  boys 
from  the  steadily  increasing  number  of  applicants,  I  bdieve  it  is  much 
more  healthy  for  life  to  come  before  buildings  than  for  the  whole  group  of 
building  to  be  erected  before  the  life  has  begim.  I  shall  watch  with  very 
great  interest  the  sdiod  not  many  miles  distant  from  Kent  where  millions 
of  ddlars  are  being  sperrt;  on  a  unique  plant  before  any  boys  have  lived  on 
the  spot.  "An  attempt  will  be  made  to  surround  three  to  five  hundred 
American  boys  with  the  atmosphere  of  fourteenth  century  England." 


The  boys  are  to  be  toned  up  to  the  style  of  the  buildings.  The  latter  can- 
not possibly  represent  a  life  developed  from  within. 

I  smile  as  I  look  back  and  think  how  in  the  early  days  at  Kent  we  made 
use  of  dd  attics  and  ends  oi  hallways  for  sleeping  quarters.  The  head  of 
a  nearby  school  recently  remarked  that  my  most  notable  achievement  had 
been  the  ability  to  "slip  over"  on  patrons  the  most  meagre  equipment  of 
any  school  in  the  country.  One  distressed  grandmother  groaned  audibly 
as  she  saw  where  her  grandsons  were  to  room  and  remarked  that  it  was  not 
as  large  as  her  butler's  pantry.  I  ccmfess  that  we  have  never  come  up  to 
the  required  number  of  cubic  feet  per  boy  which  authcoities  think  is  neces- 
sary to  health  and  yet  we  have  an  unusually  healthy  commtmity.  The 
place  still  has  an  atmosphere  of  simplicity  and  I  sincerely  hope  that  future 
development  will  not  mar  it.  I  am  convinced  that  character  is  affected 
by  environment  and  that  simpte  life  has  distinct  and  lasting  effects  on 
characto*.  I  think  that  it  can  be  proved  that  a  large  percenti^  of  our 
leading  men  in  professional  and  business  life  spent  their  youth  in  simple 
surroundings.  May  it  not  still  be  true  that  plain  living  and  high  thinking 
go  tc^jetber? 

I  have  seen  a  good  many  indications  that  boys  accept  simplicity  as 
much  from  choice  as  necessity.  This  is  shown  at  times  in  their  choice  of 
rooms  and  in  the  adornment  of  rooms.  Not  long  ago  an  architect  brought 
a  su^^ested  i^an  for  a  new  Chapel  to  take  the  place  of  our  present  simple 
building,  with  its  plain  pine  boards  and  dear  glass  windows.  Tb&  plan 
called  for  a  magnificent  tower  and  high  gothic  nave  and  windows.  Some 
might  say  that  it  would  be  for  the  greater  Glory  of  God  to  have  such  a 
place  of  worship.  But  there  was  not  a  soul  on  the  place  who  evinced  any 
deare  to  exchange  our  present  Chapel  for  the  one  proposed.  This  was  not 
so  much  due  to  present  associations  as  to  a  general  feeling  that  1±te  very 
simplicity  of  our  present  building  seemed  to  enhance  the  sincerity  and 
simplicity  of  our  worship.  We  have  a  beautiful  Chapel,  plain  though  it 
is,  and  there  are  s<»ne  beautiftd  things  in  it,  but  the  best  thing  of  all  is  the 
Sacramental  Presence  and  somehow  or  otiier  ampUcity  seems  to  fit  that 
Presence. 

Simple  siuToundings  make  for  natural  simplicity  in  other  directions. 
There  is  opportunity  for  simplicity  in  matters  of  food  and  clothing,  and  in 
the  few  sodal  events  of  the  year,  ^mple  food  is  always  wholesome.  I 
have  no  hesitation  in  explaining  why  we  cannot  have  certain  things  on 
our  table  which  might  be  found  elsewhere.  The  recognition  of  limitations 
in  outlay  in  any  direction  is  wholesome.  There  is  a  sort  of  tradition  here 
that  there  should  be  no  fur  coats  in  evidaioe,  not  that  we  object  to  fur 
coats  as  such,  but  to  see  school  boys  sporting  fur  coats  as  tiiey  go  around 
to  their  games  strikes  us  as  rather  ostentatious.  They  are  sometimes  on 


exhibition  when  even  an  ordinary  overcoat  is  a  burden.  SimpKcity  of  life 
tends  to  keep  a  man  from  all  forms  of  ostentation. 

In  spite  of  mudi  critidsm  from  other  Headmasters,  I  have  steadily  in- 
sisted that  economy  was  a  worthy  motive  not  <mly  in  the  development  of 
the  Self-help  system  but  in  our  boarding  school  life  in  general.  In  com- 
menting on  Self-help  as  maintained  in  another  school,  it  was  said  that 
"It  was  not  the  cheese-paring  policy  of  cutting  down  expenses;  it  was  rather 
a  brave  policy  of  pushing  up  competence".  Cheese-paring  is  not  a  sign  of 
incompetence.   I  think  the  appeal  to  economize  is  a  call  to  competence. 
Simplicity  of  life  tends  to  economy  by  keeping  down  the  over-head.  It 
makes  for  happiness  because  it  helps  to  keep  the  School's,  as  well  as  per- 
sonal expenses,  within  the  limits  of  assured  income.   How  many  homes 
would  be  happier  if  the  head  of  the  family  had  been  trained  in  boyhood 
to  find  enjoyment  in  simple  things  which  are  to  be  had  without  the  «q)endi- 
ture  of  large  sums  of  money.   A  dance  with  the  music  furnished  by  our 
amateur  school  orchestra  and  with  a  simple  refection  is  just  as  enjoyable 
as  if  we  went  to  the  expense  of  getting  an  ordaestra  up  from  the  city  and 
had  an  elaborate  supper  served  by  an  outside  caterer.  Guests  have  told 
me  that  the  very  simpUcity  of  such  affairs  at  Kent  gave  them  a  special 
dbann.  I  hope  that  no  one  will  offer  to  give  Kent  a  swimming  pool  for  it 
seems  such  an  unnecessary  expenditure.  We  have  a  few  wedcs  of  swimming 
in  the  spring  and  autvunn  in  our  natural  waters  and  rather  than  spend 
thousand  of  dollars  on  an  artificial  pool  I  should  hope  that  the  boys  would 
see  that  it  was  bettor  to  invest  the  money  in  permanent  scholaiships  which 
would  give  other  boys  a  chance  at  an  education  for  years  to  come.  Economy 
is  not  stinginess  but  a  releasing  of  funds  for  other  things.   I  thiidc  that 
Boards  of  Trustees  should  watch  most  jealously  the  expenditure  of 
funds  for  additions  to  the  plant  which  are  not  necessary  and  which 
operate  against  simplicity  of  life,  adding  to  the  cost  of  upkeep  and  so  add- 
ing to  the  cost  of  the  boy's  education.  Simplicity  of  Me  triaas  us  to  do 
without  unnecessary  adjuncts. 

Self-reliance  flows  naturally  from  simplicity  of  life.  By  self-reliance  I 
have  never  meant  self-sufficiency  or  the  exaltation  of  self  above  others. 
Nor  does  the  term  imply  sdf-satisfaction.  It  is  the  sort  of  self-reliance 
of  which  St.  Paul  boasts  when  he  says,  "I  can  do  all  things",  but  adding 
"through  Christ  Who  strengtheneth  me".  Nothing  we  do  is  to  be  divorc«i 
from  the  religion  of  the  Son  of  God.  True  self-reliance  means  that  there  is 
a  self  worth  relying  on.  A  weak-willed  self,  a  proud  self,  a  selfish  self  is 
not  capable  of  true  self-reliance.  We  must  try  to  send  out  men  from  our 
schools  who  have  been  shaping  up  their  ideals  by  practice  and  who  have 
learned  to  trust  self.  We  do  not  like  to  see  them  swayed  by  the  attitude 


of  the  compromising  crowd  around  them.  This  spirit  can  be  fostered  by 
trauung  boys  while  at  school  to  think  and  act  on  their  own  initiative. 

Boardmg  school  life  is  so  ccmstitcited  that  it  is  poffiitde  lor  a  boy  to  sail 
through  his  day's  work  depending  on  beDs  to  teU  him  what  to  do  neact, 
on  Masters  to  show  him  what  to  study,  on  coaches  of  teams  to  direct  his 
recreation  and  even  on  the  Chaplain  to  take  the  responsibility  for  his 
prayers  and  worship*  For  this  reason  many  think  that  boarding  school 
Kfe  is  a  sort  of  hot  house  mirtute.  If  this  is  the  case,  it  stands  to  teason 
that  many  a  boy  will  wilt  when  he  strikes  the  frosty  atmosphCTe  of  cdlege 
and  business  life.  For  this  reason  my  constant  effort  has  been  to  reduce 
supervision  to  a  minimiun.  We  have  accomplished  a  great  deal  as  far  as 
dispensing  with  faculty  supervision  is  CQDcen^  In  engaging  a  man  as  a 
Master  I  emphasize  ihe  fact  that  he  has  no  lequiresnrats  out^de  of  the 
classroom.  He  is  in  no  way  responsible  for  the  routine  duties  of  disdpline 
such  as  supervising  the  study  hall  or  the  dormitories,  checking  up  punctu- 
ality, serving  tables,  etc.  All  of  this  is  in  the  hands  of  representatives  of 
the  student  body  as  a  part  of  our  s^-help  system.  Qmsequently  there  is 
a  tone  of  group  self-feliance  as  far  as  the  relation  of  boys  to  men  is  con- 
cerned. 

Our  presait  m^r^^r%^  S3^stem,  in  checking  up  a  boy's  scholastic  standing, 
has  introduced  an  element  d  |>ersQnal  self-reliance.  For  years  we  gave 
out  marks  once  a  week.  There  were  the  monthly  marks,  the  temi  marics 
without  examination  averages,  the  term  mark  with  examinations  included 
and  the  final  average  for  the  year.  Now  we  are  giving  out  but  three  sets 
<rf  marks  a  year,  at  tiie  end  of  each  term.  In  addition  to  a  great  saving  in 
labor  on  the  part  of  the  oflSce  f opoe  we  bdieve  that  the  boy  is  learning  to 
judge  the  results  of  his  work  more  accurately  than  if  he  were  being  contin- 
ually checked  up  on  a  percentage  basis.  He  is  depending  on  his  own  judg- 
ment as  to  whether  or  not  he  is  covering  the  ground  in  such  a  way  that 
he  is  really  gra^^mig  the  facts  presented  to  him  m  the  class  room. 

We  are  approaching  the  point  where  we  can  say  to  the  boy,  "Here  is 
the  course  of  study.  It  is  within  your  reach.  Take  it  if  you  wish  to  but 
do  not  expect  us  to  force  it  into  you  and  so  shove  you  into  college.  We 
think  that  college  is  well  worth  while  but  it  would  be  foolish  for  you  to 
go  unless  you  realize  what  you  are  dcnng  and  that  you  must  think  things 
out  for  yourself  and  find  out  for  yourself  what  it  is  that  you  are  learning. 
You  are  not  working  simply  to  get  a  passing  mark  of  sixty  or  a  point 
towards  promotion,  but  you  are  satisfying  yourself  by  self-directed  dis- 
cernment that  you  know  as  much  of  the  given  subjects  as  a  boy  of  your 
attainments  is  capable  of  knowing.  There  are  a  great  many  lines  of 
thought  and  study  open  to  you  which  are  not  induded  in  the  dass  room 
work.   Try  to  do  a  little  investigation  on  your  own  initiative."   In  the 


eaxiy  days  of  the  sdiool  sudi  self  directed  efiEorts  were  more  or  less  joked 

about  but  now  I  believe  that  the  boy  who  shows  some  independ^  think- 
ing and  investigation  is  considered  a  school  asset.  There  was  the  boy 
who  knew  all  about  air  brakes  and  was  an  authority  on  such  mechanical 
devices.  Another  boy  led  his  friends  about  the  countryside  sho^ 
a  score  of  the  birds' nests  which  he  had  been  quietly  obe^^  We  have 
an  authority  on  the  science  and  theory  back  of  jazz  music  and  who  talks 
intelligently  of  syncopation.  I  want  to  see  in  a  boy  a  self-reliant  attitude 
whidi  leads  him  to  follow  up  good  desires  no  matter  what  the  crowd 
around  him  may  say.  May  he  not  have  talents  and  powers  worth  de- 
veloping on  whidi  he  may  rely  as  factors  in  his  future  Itfe?  In  tiie  fear 
of  developing  freakishness  we  are  apt  to  quell  individuality. 

Self-reliance  like  other  characteristics  may  be  developed  by  what  at 
first  sight  may  seem  to  be  rather  trivial  things.  life  at  boarding  scbod 
offers  many  sudi  opportunities.  A  Students'  bank  with  a  check  book 
system,  by  which  boys  pay  for  all  of  their  incidental  accounts  by  their  own 
checks,  helps  to  train  a  seK-reliant  attitude  in  money  matters,  especially 
if  it  is  understood  that  the  only  accounting  to  parents  will  be  the  stubs 
and  balances  made  up  by  the  boy  himsdlf.  We  estend  the  otdi^de  study 
privileges,  that  is,  allowing  boys  to  study  outside  the  regtdar  schoolroom, 
to  as  many  boys  as  possible  and  to  all  in  their  last  year  at  school.  This 
trains  a  boy  to  rely  on  his  own  judgment  as  to  how  much  tirne  is  to  be  given 
to  this  or  that  subject  and  how  mudi  to  outside  reading. 

Self-help  and  self-reliance  are  twin  brothers  in  the  development  of 
character.  The  more  opportunities  the  school  gives  for  the  practice  of 
self-hdip  the  better  it  is  for  the  boy.  But  self-reliance  must  be  developed 
along  wi1&  it.  Many  schods  have  s^t  delations  here  to  Kent  to  see  the 
workings  of  our  system  and  have  as  a  result  tried  to  introduce  sdf-hdp, 
but  in  nearly  every  case  the  authorities  have  nipped  the  effort  in  the  bud 
by  failing  to  give  scope  to  self-reliance.  To  ask  boys  to  take  care  of  their 
own  rooms  and  alcoves  and  then  announce  that  competent  maids  and 
janitors  wiU  as  before  see  to  all  general  cleaning,  induding  bath  rooms  and 
corridors,  is  certain  to  tske  the  edge  off  the  boys'  interest  in  thdr  jobs. 
They  will  still  rely  on  the  competence  of  the  maids  and  janitors  and  will 
not  only  sweep  the  dirt  out  into  the  corridors  but  will  arrange  for  the  hired 
help  to  take  a  fri^dly  interest  in  the  nearby  alcove  or  room. 

I  have  tried  to  make  the  vacation  a  time  for  the  exercise  of  self-relianoe. 
Of  course  I  want  the  boys  to  set  high  standards  of  conduct  and  to  live  up 
to  their  ideals;  on  the  other  hand  I  have  never  felt  disposed  to  check  them 
up  and  I  certainly  would  not  make  their  attitude  on  vacations  a  matter 
for  sdiool  discipline.  I  do  not  want  their  attitude  boosted  i^  by  a  fear 
of  the  Headmaster's  post-vacation  "bawling  out"  speech.  I  have  never 


asked  a  boy  to  make  me  any  promise  as  to  what  he  would  or  would  not 
do  in  vacation  time.  I  leave  it  to  him  to  tell  me  about  it  if  he  so  desires, 
but  I  do  not  quiz  him,  nor  do  I  listen  to  those  who  would  like  to  ''put  me 
ynBe'\  I  think  tbat  results  justify  this  attitude  and  that  sooner  or  later 
I  know  the  worst  from  the  boy  himsdf ,  if  there  be  any  **worst".  This  does 
not  strike  me  as  cutting  life  up  into  segments,  as  another  Headmaster 
has  suggested,  but  it  is  looking  life's  problems  squarely  in  the  face;  and 
if  there  is  one  tiling  which  helps  to  noake  the  boy's  life  a  i^nnetrical  wkde, 
it  is  Self-rdiance. 

When  I  wrote  the  term  Directness  of  Purpose  in  the  trinity  of  charac- 
teristics which  were  to  be  especially  encouraged  in  the  Kent  boy,  I  had 
in  mind  the  po^bility  of  developing  what  may  be  termed  particular 
vocations.  The  educatimial  systems  cf  England,  France  and  Germany 
are  so  constituted  that  a  latter  percentage  of  the  youth  of  those  countries 
discover  the  terminus  ad  quem  of  their  school  and  college  cotirse  than  is  the 
case  in  Anoerica.  It  is  an  established  fact  that  year  by  year  as  the  Seniors 
in  cdlege  aiqproach  graduatkai,  the  vast  majority  are  still  undecided  as 
to  what  Hne  of  work  is  suited  to  thdr  particular  qualifications.  It  seems 
to  me  that  in  the  eight  years  of  the  High  School  and  College  course  a  man 
ought  to  be  able  to  discover  his  particular  bent.  Most  men  graduate  with 
a  very  hazy  idea  as  to  what  to  do  next.  The  majority  sinoply  look  about 
for  an  opening  in  the  bumness  world.  Qc^  reason  for  this  postponement 
of  decision  to  so  late  a  date  is  our  i^ilure  to  show  a  boy  how  hk  education 
is  a  real  progress,  step  by  step. 

Samplynty  q£  life  and  Self-xeliance  help  towards  shaking  the  boy  out 
of  the  ordinary  ruts,  thus  making  it  easier  for  him  to  devetop  Dizectness 
of  Purpose.  I  do  not  want  him  to  think  of  himself  as  better  than  others 
but  I  do  want  him  to  think  of  himself  as  having  a  distinct  purpose  in  life 
which  he  alone  can  work  out.  Is  it  wrong  to  encourage  boys  in  these  days 
to  shine  as  lea^rs  and  to  overtop  their  fellows?  Of  ccnirse  we  are  to  re- 
mind them  continually  that  they  are  ''to  let  their  hght  so  shine  befcne  men 
that  they  may  see  their  good  works  and  scorify  their  Father  which  is  in 
Heaven.*' 

In  the  case  <A  Direcfcness  of  Purpose,  as  in  Self-rdiance,  we  can  help 
the  boy  in  his  school  life  by  what  may  seem  at  first  sight  rather  trivial  de- 
tails. Watching  the  first  crew  at  work  on  the  machines  or  river  gives  pur- 
pose to  the  novice  dtiring  those  trying  days  when  he  first  handles  the  oar 
in  the  wabbly  shell.  Might  it  not  help  a  boy  in  putting  a  ptupose  back  of 
hk  course  of  study  if  he  were  to  sit  in  with  the  dass  in  SoM  Geomet^ 
Trigonometry  during  his  career  in  dementary  mathematics?  Iftiieyoui^^ 
boys  could  spend  a  few  hours  in  the  laboratory  with  the  older  boys  who  are 
doing  their  experiments  in  Biology  and  Physics  and  Chemistry  would  it 
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not  put  purpose  in  their  elementary  science  course?  If  the  boy  is  watching 
the  direction  of  his  first  steps  will  he  not  see  as  he  progresses  from  step  to 
st^  a  more  deaily  maiked  out  path  of  life  ahead  ot  him? 

On  the  green  lawn  of  Sanderson's  School,  Oundle,  there  is  a  bsxxize 
statue  of  a  boy  placed  near  the  pathway  to  the  Chapel.  "It  is  an  eager 
pose:  there  is  duty  to  be  done  and  danger  to  be  faced  and  a  great  creative 
efiEort  to  be  made"«  "Here  am  I,  send  me"  is  inscribed  at  the  base.  Is  it 
not  possible  so  to  train  tte  boy  to  direct  his  {mrpose,  that  even  though  he 
may  not  see  clearly  just  what  the  future  has  in  store  for  him,  he  will  be 
ready  to  offer  himself  thus :  "Send  me.  I  have  had  a  piupose  towards  which 
my  efforts  have  been  pointing  and  if  God  shows  me  His  purpose  I  shall  try 
to  confonn  mine  to  His". 


